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There are a number of ways in which the relationship between traits and behaviors can be studied.  One important area of interest is how predispositions and individual traits are developed.

In an organization, each group member comes to the group with a set of traits or predispositions.  These traits are the result of psychological processes within the individual and are impacted by the same processes that define the individual’s entire personality.  Some personality traits are positive, and contribute to psychological well being and personal happiness.  Some traits are a matter of life choices, and are neither positive or negative, but simply define personal preferences.  Some traits are negative and destructive, reducing the quality of life for those having these traits, as well as negatively influencing the lives of those with whom they come in contact.
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Bandura (1973a, 1973b, 1978) attempted to explain the development of traits in terms of “social learning theory.”  This theory postulates that personality traits are a function of life experiences.  An individual has both “adversive experiences” and “incentive inducements.”  These factors evoke emotional arousal and anticipated consequences, which in turn generate predispositions, or traits.  Figure one graphically represents the Bandura model.

Bandura explains that earlier theories had assumed traits to be either instinctive (Instinct Theory), or driven from a conglomeration of life experiences which “...automatically build up” (Bandura, 1978).  In his model, both negative and positive experiences induce an emotional arousal, but this arousal is transformed by anticipated consequences of expression of the trait to determine its final form.  For example, 

When distressed some people seek help and support; others increase achievement efforts; others display withdrawal and resignation; some aggress; others experience heightened somatic reactivity; still others anesthetize themselves against a miserable experience with drugs or alcohol, and most intensify constructive efforts to overcome the source of distress. (Bandura 1978, p. 18).

Bandura refers to this system as the “arousal-prepotent response” formulation.  Although Bandura explained this system primarily in terms of aggressive behavior, the model has implications for other areas as well. 

Using different terms, the concept of an aggression trait, and a withdrawal trait have been described by other authors within communication.  Carment, Miles, and Cervin (1965) described these two traits as “extroversion” and “introversion,” as have others (Borg & Tupes, 1958; Burgoon, 1976; Eysenck, 1970; Eysenck, 1971).  These authors described similar characteristics associated with these traits.  Infante (1987) posits that “aggressive communication” is controlled by a cluster of four communication traits that interact with environmental factors to energize message behavior.  Two of these traits are considered constructive (assertiveness and argumentativeness) and two are considered destructive (hostility and verbal aggressiveness).  Infante uses the term “aggressive communication” to apply to both of these traits, which is unfortunate because of the potential for confusion with “verbal aggressiveness.” 

Infante’s term “aggressive communication” fits well into the system proposed by Bandura.  As Bandura indicated, the aggression trait is the result of aversive and incentive experiences.  It can have both positive and negative manifestations.  Infante (1987) refers to the positive manifestation as “assertiveness.”  As defined, “assertiveness is the trait to be dominant, forceful and ascendant interpersonally” (Infante, Rancer & Jordan, 1996).  Assertiveness and responsiveness are recognized as essential elements of interpersonal communication competence (Martin & Anderson, 1996; McCroskey & Richmond, 1996).  A subset of assertiveness is argumentativeness.  Argumentativeness is defined as: “a generally stable trait which predisposes the individual in communication situations to advocate positions on controversial issues and to attack verbally the positions (task related) which other people take on these issues” (Infante & Rancer, 1982).  All argumentativeness is assertive, but not all assertiveness is argumentative.  There are other forms of assertiveness as well.  Argumentativeness (ARG) is one of the predictor variables this study examines.

The negative manifestation of “aggressive communication” is hostility.  As with assertiveness, hostility has a subset--“verbal aggressiveness.”  Verbal aggressiveness is defined as: “attacking the self-concepts (socio-emotional related) of others in order to inflict psychological pain such as humiliation, embarrassment, depression and other negative feelings about self” (Infante & Wigley, 1986).  As with argumentativeness, all verbal aggressiveness is hostile, but not all hostility is verbally aggressive .  Verbal aggressiveness (VA) is a second predictor variable in this study.  

As indicated, argumentativeness and verbal aggressiveness are both aggression related traits.  They differ in the locus of attack--a person’s position on a controversial issue vs. the person’s self-concept. Although they both have the same basic “family tree,” the traits have been shown to act fairly independently (Infante & Rancer, 1982).  One can be either verbally aggressive or argumentative, both at the same time, or show no particular strength in either.  

The other branch of the Bandura model is “withdrawal.”  Bandura does not claim this to be the opposite of aggression, but only another possible trait manifestation.  It is intuitively logical, however, to see this trait as radically different from the aggressive model. The words used by Bandura to describe the two traits are linguistic antonyms.  Having this opposite characteristic is not necessarily a requirement in this model, however.  Bandura shows them as separate branches, indicating they are different manifestations of his emotional arousal/anticipated consequences model.  

The trait Bandura identifies as “withdrawal” has several different names in the literature, as it relates to communication: stage fright (Clevenger, 1959), audience sensitivity (Paivio, 1964), reticence (Phillips, 1968), shyness (Zimbardo, 1977), unwillingness to communicate (Burgoon, 1976) and communication apprehension (McCroskey, 1970).  The best developed of these is McCroskey’s term communication apprehension (CA).  CA is defined as, “an individual’s level of fear or anxiety associated with either real or anticipated communication with another person or persons (McCroskey, 1970).  CA researchers have classified CA as a subset of reticence.  Phillips (1968) defined a reticent individual as “a person for whom anxiety about participation in oral communication outweighs his (sic) projection of gain from the situation.” As with the other traits, CA represents a subset of a larger trait.  As defined here, all CA is reticent, but not all reticence is communication apprehensive. 

Several authors agree with Bandura, that withdrawal, or reticence is related to previous anxiety experiences (Beatty, 1988; Beatty & Andriate, 1985; Beatty & Behnke, 1980; McCroskey & Beatty, 1984).  It is also consistent with contemporary views from other disciplines about the development of personality traits (McReynolds, 1976; Mischel, 1973; Spielberger, 1966; Zuckerman, 1976). 

It is not our purpose to define good and evil, nor to evaluate personal choices.  It is clearly postulated from the research, however, that these personality traits and predispositions can have a positive or negative impact on group processes.  Whether or not this is true must be established by controlled research on this subject.







